Introduction  to \u3ci\u3eEUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS IN THE
AMERICAN WEST: Community Histories\u3c/i\u3e by Luebke, Frederick C.
University of Nebraska - Lincoln
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Faculty Publications, Department of History History, Department of
1998
"Introduction" to EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS IN
THE AMERICAN WEST: Community Histories
Frederick C. Luebke
University of Nebraska-Lincoln, fredluebke@comcast.net
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/historyfacpub
Part of the American Studies Commons, European History Commons, and the United States
History Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the History, Department of at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Faculty Publications, Department of History by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of
Nebraska - Lincoln.
Luebke, Frederick C., ""Introduction" to EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS IN THE AMERICAN WEST: Community Histories" (1998).
Faculty Publications, Department of History. 172.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/historyfacpub/172




FREDERICK C. LUEBKE 
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European immigrants are the forgotten people of the American West. Their 
stories are not told in the many books, paintings, and movies that have created 
the mythic West. Immigrants did not easily fit the image of the West as the 
bastion of unfettered individualism and self-reliance-a region peopled by the 
free, brave, and pure-battling against the urbanized, industrialized, a,nd eco-
nomically dominant East. 1 
Nor do European immigrants populate the pages of frontier history.2 Ever 
since Frederick Jackson Turner opened the field a hundred years ago, general 
histories of the American frontier have tended to ignore them. Grounded on 
the Turnerian notion that the frontier environment overpowered ethnocultural 
behaviors and attitudes, such histories assumed that common frontier experi-
ences created the so-called American character. Presumably, the environment 
worked equally on all frontier people regardless of origin; people of all cultures 
had to adapt to physiographic realities if they were to survive. Failing to fit the 
established interpretive model, European immigrants again were overlooked.3 
They have fared no better in the histories of the American West. For exam-
ple, Robert V. Hine simply dismisses European immigrants as unimportant for 
his interpretation in The American West (1984).4 Rodman Paul's The Far West 
and the Great Plains in Transition, I859-I900 (1988) devotes two chapters to 
racial and ethnic diversity, but he summarizes the role of European immigrants 
in about seven pages.5 One searches fruitlessly in these and other broad studies 
of the West for adequate descriptions of ethnic-group settlement or for recog-
nition of the sometimes astounding proportions of European-born persons in 
certain communities. Equally scarce are analyses that illuminate internal social 
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structures or the intricate economic and political relationships of ethnic groups 
with each other or with so-called dominant elements in western society. 
Curiously, even historians of immigration have also tended to overlook 
Europeans who settled in the West. In the 1920S, when general histories of 
American immigration first began to appear, scholars looked first to the cities, 
where immigrant populations were numerous and obvious, or to eastern rural 
areas. Although there were notable exceptions, most immigration historians 
preferred to study places where immigrants, their leaders, and plentiful histor-
ical sources were concentrated.6 Moreover, many early historians of immigra-
tion tended to shoehorn their subject into Turnerian boots. Seeing America as 
a frontier of Europe, they concentrated not on the persistence of culture but on 
the many ways immigrants contributed to American civilization and on the 
speed with which they accommodated their behavior to American norms'? 
They viewed America as a great "melting pot" in which ethnic distinctiveness 
disappeared. 
Labor historians have traditionally viewed the West from a different moun-
tain. Unlike frontier historians, they saw plenty of European immigrants in 
western mines, forests, factories, and transportation systems. Appalled by the 
exploitation they observed, some surveyed the West through a Marxist lens. 
Preoccupied. with the class struggle against capitalist oppressors, they acknowl-
edged the persistence of ethnic culture in America but lamented its persever-
ance as an obstacle to economic justice. Diversity of language, religion, and 
custom, when combined with lingering ethnic animosities, seemed to hinder 
the formation of class consciousness, which was the Marxist prerequisite for 
successful protest against capitalist exploitation. 
Nor do European immigrant groups fare well in the works of the "new 
western historians," even though ethnic societies fit comfortably in the analyt-
ical paradigms they have developed. Arguably the best known of these works, 
all published within the past decade, is Patricia Nelson Limerick's The Legacy of 
Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West (1987). A vigorous attack on 
Turnerian emphasis on process, Limerick's study substitutes place-the West as 
the meeting ground where culturally diverse peoples competed and often 
clashed to survive in the often unyielding western environment. Limerick tells 
a story of conquest-the conquest of a vast land by competing interests to 
exploit natural resources. In this version of western history, racial minorities-
Indians, Mexicans, Asians, and blacks-are repeatedly victimized. Curiously, 
however, she says nothing about European immigrant groups-Irish or South-
ern Slav miners, Scandinavian loggers, Italian truck farmers, Basque shep-
herds, Jewish peddlers, or German farmers-or about how they were discrimi-
nated against.8 
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TABLE! 
Distribution of Foreign-Born Persons in Western States and Territories by Number 
and Percentage of Total Population, 1860-1900 
State or 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 
Territory N % N % N % N % N % 
GREAT PLAINS 
North Dakota 
1,774 36.7 4,815 34.0 
81,461 42.7 113,091 35.4 
South Dakota 
51,795 38.3 
91,055 26.1 88,508 22.0 
Nebraska 6,351 22.0 30,748 25.0 97,414 21.5 202,542 19.1 177,347 16.6 
Kansas 12,691 11.8 48,392 13.3 110,086 11.1 147,838 10.4 126,685 8.6 
Oklahoma Terr. 2,740 3.5 15,680 3.9 
Indian Terr. 13 0.0 4,858 1.2 
Texas 43,422 7.2 62,411 7.6 114,616 7.2 152,956 6.8 179,357 5.9 
ROCKY MOUNTAIN 
Montana 7,979 38.7 11,521 29.4 43,096 30.2 67,067 27.6 
Wyoming 3,513 38.5 5,850 28.1 14,913 23.8 17,415 18.8 
Colorado 2,666 7.8 6,599 16.6 39,790 20.5 83,990 20.3 91,155 16.9 
New Mexico 6,723 7.2 5,620 6.1 8,051 6.7 11,259 7.0 13,625 7.0 
INTERMONTANE 
Idaho 7,885 52.6 9,974 30.6 17,456 19.7 24,604 15.2 
Utah 12,754 31.7 30,702 35.4 43,994 30.6 53,064 25.2 53,777 19.4 
Nevada 2,064 30.1 18,801 44.2 25,653 41.2 14,706 31.1 10,093 23.8 
Ariwna 5,809 60.1 16,049 39.7 18,795 21.3 24,233 19.7 
PACIFIC COAST 
Washington 3,144 27.1 5,024 21.0 15,803 21.0 90,005 25.2 111,364 21.5 
Oregon 5,123 9.8 11,600 12.8 30,503 17.5 57.317 18.0 65,748 15.9 
California 146,528 38.6 209,831 37.5 292,874 33.9 366,309 30.2 367,240 24.7 
United States 4,138,697 13.2 5,567,229 14.4 6,679,943 13.3 9,249,560 14.7 10,341,276 13.6 
SOURCE: Reports of the Immigration Commission, Sen. Doc. No. 765, 6ISt Cong., 3d sess., 41 vols. (Washington, 
DC: GPO, 19II), 3:444-47. Here, the data for foreign-born persons include non-Europeans, notably Chinese 
and Mexicans. 
Similarly, the editors of the Oxford History of the American West, a brilliant 
epitome of the "new western history," chose not to include an essay that focuses 
on European immigrants.9 One can only speculate why. There certainly is no 
shortage of published material on this subject. 1O Did the editors presume that 
European-immigrant stories were indistinguishable from those of other white 
Americans, or perhaps that they, unlike blacks, Indians, Hispanics, or Chinese, 
had in fact realized the promise of American life?l1 
And yet, as Table 1 reveals, huge numbers of European immigrants were 
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TABLE 2 
Number and Percentage of Total Population of Foreign-Born White Persons Plus 
Native-Born White Persons of Foreign Parentage (First- and Second-Generation 
Immigrants) by Country of Origin in the States and Territories of the American 
West in 1900 . 
Contiguous 
United States North Dakota South Dakota Nebraska Kansas 
Country of (76,303,387) (319,146) (401,570) (1,066,300) (1,470,495) 
Origin N % N % N % N % N % 
Austria 433,686 0.57 2,014 0.6 1,692 0.4 8,085 0.8 6,329 0.4 
Bohemia (Czechs) 356,654 0.47 3,654 1.1 6,361 1.6 38,471 3.6 7,788 0.5 
Canada (English) 1,298,349 1.70 31,086 9.7 13,058 3.3 19,304 1.8 18,939 1.3 
Canada (French) 809,484 1.06 6,512 2.0 3,516 0.9 3,003 0.3 5,547 0.4 
Denmark 307,303 0.40 7,139 2.2 10,450 2.6 26,418 2.5 6,687 0.5 
England 2,136,814 2.80 7,710 2.4 12,402 3.1 33,586 3.1 45,633 3.1 
France 264,544 0.35 582 0.2 835 0.2 2,897 0.2 5,813 0.4 
Germany 7,816,562 10.24 32,393 10.1 55,860 13.9 191,928 18.0 131,563 8.9 
Hungary 216,266 0.28 1,797 0.6 881 0.2 882 0.1 935 0.1 
Ireland 4,965,537 6.51 11,552 3.6 16,017 4.0 45,535 4.3 48,525 3.3 
Italy 731,226 0.96 731 0.2 566 0.1 1,278 0.1 1,543 0.1 
Norway 785,116 1.03 71,998 22.6 51,191 12.7 7,228 0.7 3,726 0.3 
Poland 687,450 0.90 2,112 0.7 1,146 0.3 7,328 0.7 1,478 0.1 
Russia 634,391 0.83 23,909 7.5 25,689 6.4 14,537 1.4 25,048 1.7 
Scotland 619,932 0.81 5,664 1.8 3,943 1.0 9,818 0.9 14,186 1.0 
Sweden 1,081,516 1.42 14,598 4.6 17,163 4.3 54,301 5.1 35,219 2.4 
Switzerland 254,594 0.33 845 0.3 1,638 0.4 5,852 0.5 9,204 0.6 
Wales 246,167 0.32 452 0.1 1,889 0.5 3,098 0.3 5,748 0.4 
Other 821,716 1.08 2,942 0.9 7,065 1.8 5,073 0.5 6,050 0.5 
TOTAL 24,467,307 32.06 226,690 71.3 231,362 57.6 478,622 44.9 379,961 25.8 
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Cemus Reports, vol. I, Twelfth Cemus o/the United States, I900, pt. I 
(Washington, DC: GPO, 1901), cxcvi-cvcvii; for division into first and second generations, see Report o/the 
Immigration Commission, Sen. Doc. No. 756, 61st Cong., 3d sess., 41 vols. (Washington, DC: GPO, 19II), 
3:512- 2 1. 
present in the nineteenth-century West. In 1900, when the proportion of all 
foreign-born persons in the national population was 13.6 percent, the West 
(not including the Great Plains states) registered 20.7, a regional percentage 
second only to New England, which recorded 25.8. North Dakota, with 35.4 
percent, had the highest proportion of all the states in the country, an average 
well above Rhode Island with 31.4 percent. A decade earlier in 1890, the West 
registered even higher rates. 
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TABLE 2 ( Continued) 
Indian 
Oklahoma Terr. Territory Texas Montana Idaho 
Country of (398,331) (392,060) (3,048,710) (243,329) (161,772) 
Origin N % N % N % N % N % 
Austria 1,032 0.1 356 0.1 15,114 0.5 5,240 2.2 463 0.3 
Bohemia (Czechs) 2,698 0.7 50 22,713 0.7 362 0.2 158 0.1 
Canada (English) 3,600 0.9 819 0.2 5,446 0.2 13,444 5.5 4,601 2.8 
Canada (French) 702 0.2 173 1,004 5,725 2.4 846 0.5 
Denmark 582 0.1 71 2,361 0.1 1,871 0.8 4,704 2.9 
England 5,540 1.4 2,586 0.7 23,722 0.8 17,117 7.0 7,290 7.9 
France 1,048 0.3 568 0.1 6,304 0.2 1,104 0.5 532 0.3 
Germany 18,117 4.5 3,446 0.9 157,214 5.2 18,482 7.6 8,579 5.3 
Hungary 280 0.1 40 979 449 0.2 61 
Ireland 5,534 1.4 2,233 0.6 25,373 0.8 27,591 11.3 5,643 3.5 
Italy 74 734 0.2 7,086 0.2 2,742 1.1 910 0.6 
Norway 350 0.1 98 3,405 0.1 5,679 2.3 2,766 1.7 
Poland 298 0.1 357 0.1 8,148 0.3 372 0.2 81 
Russia 5,536 1.4 398 0.1 4,948 0.1 606 0.3 218 0.1 
Scotland 1,596 0.4 1,008 0.3 6,839 0.2 6,023 2.5 3,044 1.9 
Sweden 1,290 0.3 215 0.1 9,297 0.3 8,212 3.4 5,522 3.4 
Switzerland 1,108 0.3 187 3,776 0.1 1,385 0.6 2,017 1.3 
Wales 439 0.1 392 0.1 871 2,077 0.9 2,703 1.7 
Other 744 0.2 410 0.1 146,643 4.8 4,533 1.9 1,120 0.7 
TOTAL 50,568 12.7 14,141 3.6 450,343 14.8 123,014 50.6 51,258 31.7 
When the data are expanded to include both the immigrants and their 
American-born children (the first- and second-generation immigrants), the 
proportions of European immigrants in the western states are even more 
startling. Table 2 records the distribution of foreign-born whites and their 
American-born children by country of origin in 1900. Again, North Dakota's 
immigrant percentage, an astounding 7r.3 percent, ranked the highest in the 
country. South Dakota, Nebraska, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, Ne-
vada, Washington, and California all exceeded the national average of 32.1 
percent in 1900. 
Published in 19II, the data in Table 2 are abstracted from the reports of the 
Immigration Commission, a temporary agency created by Congress to study 
immigration, then perceived as a "problem," which in 1907 had reached the 
highest level in American history. The Immigration Commission, also known 
as the Dillingham Commission, based much of its work on the decennial 
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TABLE 2 ( Continued) 
Wyoming Colorado New Mexico Arizona Utah 
Country of (92,531) (539,700) (195,310) (122,931) (276,749) 
Origin N % N % N % N % N % 
Austria 1,321 1.4 8,521 1.6 460 0.2 389 0.3 335 0.1 
Bohemia (Czechs) 97 0.1 688 0.1 31 30 9 
Canada (English) 2,061 2.2 14,465 2.7 1,206 0.6 1,868 1.5 2,873 1.0 
Canada (French) 385 0.4 2,300 0.4 270 0.4 264 0.2 505 0.2 
Denmark 1,815 2.0 3,846 0.7 129 0.1 538 0.4 24,751 8.9 
England 7,290 7.9 33,139 6.1 2,319 1.2 4,250 3.5 66,207 23.9 
France 426 . 0.5 2,857 0.5 594 0.3 512 0.4 509 0.2 
Germany 6,064 6.6 41,919 7.8 3,888 2.0 3,573 2.9 5,830 2.1 
Hungary 398 0.4 909 0.2 52 48 40 
Ireland 6,028 6.5 33,233 6.1 2,474 1.3 3,630 3.0 4,977 1.8 
Italy 973 1.0 10,171 1.9 934 0.5 954 0.8 1,485 0.5 
Norway 727 0.8 2,095 0.4 109 0.1 228 0.2 4,554 1.7 
Poland 137 0.2 1,073 0.2 100 0.1 33 94 
Russia 134 0.2 4,734 0.9 141 0.1 142 0.1 171, 0.1 
Scotland 3,184 3.4 10,649 2.0 1,077 0.6 1,133 0.9 10,313 3.7 
Sweden 3,155 3.4 18,861 3.5 446 0.2 605 0.5 14,578 5.3 
Switzerland 401 0.4 2,851 0.5 234 0.1 368 0.3 3,349 1.2 
Wales 937 1.0 4,778 0.9 244 0.1 405 0.3 6,570 2.4 
Other 2,254 2.4 3,973 0.7 14,969 7.7 27,769 21.8 2,906 1.1 
.. TOTAL 37,787 40.8 201,062 37.3 29,677 15.2 45,739 37.2 150,056 54.2 
reports of the Census Bureau, especially those of 1900. Useful to historians, 
they provide a slice across American history at the end of the frontier era, a 
convenient point of reference in the march of time. 
But the data in Table 2 must be used with caution. First, the numbers should 
never be regarded as precise or exact. Indeed, in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, immigrants were usually under-recorded; then even more 
than now census-takers missed people. Secondly, the old census categories are 
not the ones most social scientists identify today. Table 2 claims to record the 
numbers of white persons, but the Census Bureau did not adequately define 
the term white. The presumption is that whites were people of European 
origin, not of African or Asian or American Indian extraction. Yet it is clear 
that many persons in the "other" (presumably white) category were Mexicans, 
most of whom American society did not consider white. 
Thus, while immigrants from Mexico were ignored, immigrants from Can-
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TABLE 2 ( Continued) 
Nevada Washington Oregon California 
Country of (42,335) (518,103) (413,536) (1,485,053) 
Origin N % N % N 
-, 
% N % 
Austria 137 0.3 3,845 0.7 1,586 0.4 8,355 0.6 
Bohemia (Czechs) 9 824 1.2 478 0.1 922 0.1 
Canada (English) 1,384 3.3 27,545 5.3 11,675 2.8 44,841 3.0 
Canada (French) 486 1.2 3,862 0.8 2,169 0.5 5,392 0.4 
Denmark 746 1.8 6,564 1.3 3,319 0.8 16,416 1.1 
England 3,084 7.3 25,519 4.9 16,394 4.0 84,690 5.7 
France 460 1.1 2,354 0.5 1,905 0.5 22,983 1.6 
Germany 3,055 7.2 43,555 8.4 36,547 8.8 154,809 10.4 
Hungary 7 342 0.1 260 0.1 1,087 0.1 
Ireland 4,019 10.0 23,548 4.6 14,058 3.4 152,006 10.2 
Italy 1,893 4.5 2,997 0.6 1,536 0.4 41,632 2.8 
Norway 95 0.2 18,814 3.6 5,566 1.4 8,522 0.6 
Poland 33 0.1 931 0.2 583 0.1 2,450 0.2 
Russia 49 0.1 3,830 0.7 3,136 0.8 5,376 0.4 
Scotland 866 2.1 10,013 1.9 6,542 1.6 25,225 1.7 
Sweden 435 1.0 21,361 4.1 8,270 2.0 23,728 1.6 
Switzerland 542 1.3 3,527 0.7 5,472 1.3 19,742 1.3 
Wales 345 0.8 3,600 0.7 1,098 0.3 5,020 0.3 
Other 912 2.2 8,077 1.6 6,324 1.5 73,893 5.0 
TOTAL 18,557 43.8 211,108 40.8 126,918 30.7 697,089 46.9 
ada were carefully separated into "French" and "English" categories. But this 
distinction sometimes confused the status of immigrants and their Canadian-
born children, chiefly Irish and German, who had lived in Canada for a time 
before moving on to the United States. 
Problems of census categories do not end there. In Europe, national bound-
aries often ignored ethnic concentrations. For example, counting Germans was 
always problematic, especially in the American West, where most "Russians" 
were in fact Germans in language and culture. Similarly, most Swiss were 
German-speakers, as were many of the French (the provinces of Alsace and 
Lorraine, made part of the German Empire in 1871, were leading sources of 
emigration from France to America before that time). 
The researchers employed by the Immigration Commission tried to com-
pensate for such ethnocultural complexities as best they could. For example, 
even though Poland did not exist as a nation-state in 1900, they lumped Polish 
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immigrants from Germany, Austria, and Russia into a separate group. But 
there were few Poles in the West; they usually settled in large eastern Cities such 
as Chicago, Milwaukee, Buffalo, and New York. 
One of the most challenging of census problems was the ethnic jumble 
known as the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In this case, the bureaucrats sepa-
rated Bohemians (Czechs) from Austrians, but as a category, Austrians in-
cluded the dominant German speakers plus such Slavic peoples as Slovaks, 
Slovenians, and Croats. Similarly, in the American West "Hungarians" usually 
were Germans from Burgenland or Transylvania, not Hungarians in language 
and culture. 
In all of this confusion Jews were lost completely. They simply do not appear 
in the census of population, which is based on country of origin. Nevertheless, 
they constituted an important ethnoreligious group in the history of the West. 
Almost all the Jews emigrated from Germany, Russia, and Austria. Although 
they were generally united by religion and language, they retained important 
distinctions based on origin that often went unnoticed by non-Jews. 
Finally, one might observe that the Census Bureau, true to the concerns and 
prejudices of the day, added refinement to their data by segregating British 
immigrants into divisions of England, Scotland, and Wales. 
Despite these limitatioRs, the data gathered by the Census Bureau and the 
Immigration Commission provide a convenient foundation for inquiry into 
the history of European immigrants in the American West. The large pattern 
emerges easily: in 1900, when foreign-born persons constituted 13.6 percent of 
the population of the United States, their numbers surpassed the national 
average throughout the West except in Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, and New 
Mexico. 
Table I shows that in the Great Plains tier of agricultural states (excluding 
present-day Oklahoma because of its former role as a territory reserved for 
American Indians), the proportion of the foreign-born in 1900 increased stead-
ily from south to north: Kansas (8.6) exceeded the percentage in Texas (5.9); 
Nebraska (16.6) doubled Kansas; South Dakota (22.0) outstripped Nebraska; 
and North Dakota (35-4) easily topped them all. In the eight Rocky Mountain 
states and territories, where immigrants flocked to the mines, Montana regis-
tered the highest immigrant population at 27.6 percent; only New Mexico, 
with its large native Spanish-speaking population, fell below the national aver-
age. The Pacific Coast states, rich in mines, farms, and forests, easily capped 
the national average: California's 24.7 percent was exceeded in the West only by 
Montana's 27.6 and North Dakota's 34.5. 
Table 2 provides a closer look at the numbers and distribution of European 
immigrants in the American West. In this case the American-born children are 
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added to the presumably white immigrants in 1900 and the totals are broken 
down on the state level to the countries of origin. Germans from Germany, 
easily the largest immigrant group in the United States at that time, exceeded 
the national percentage (ro.24) only in the northern Great Plains states, with 
Nebraska registering the highest proportion in the West (18.0). Still, they were 
the most numerous European immigrant group in all western states and ter-
ritories except North Dakota, Utah, Arizona, and Nevada, even when the 
Germans from Russia and other countries are not included. 
The second most numerous European immigrant group nationally in 1900, 
including both first and second generations, was the Irish at 6.5 percent. They 
surpassed that figure in four western states-Montana (11.3), California (ro.2), 
Nevada (ro.o), and Wyoming (6.5). They were concentrated especially in min-
ing counties, although they were by no means limited to employment in that 
industry. 
At the turn of the century, the English (2.8 percent) were the third most 
numerous group of European immigrants in the United States. In the West 
they surpassed the national norm everywhere except in New Mexico (1.2), 
Oklahoma (1.4), Indian Territory (0.7), and Texas (0.8). There were significant 
concentrations of English-about 7 or 8 percent-in Montana, Idaho, Wyo-
ming, and Nevada. But the English presence in Utah (23.9) was phenomenal; 
when augmented by Scots and Welsh to form the British, the total expands to 
39 percent-a huge slice of the population pie in Utah. It was eloquent testi-
mony to the success of Mormon missionary work in Great Britain. 
Mormon missionaries were also active in the Scandinavian countries, as the 
Utah data for 1900 also suggest. Danes constituted 8.9 percent of the population 
in Utah, by far their highest proportion in any western state. Swedes followed 
with 5.3 percent. Norwegian immigrants were much less numerous at 1.7 
percent. When the three groups are lumped to form the Scandinavians, their 
proportion in Utah spirals to 15.9 percent. Although,one may not assume that all 
British and Scandinavian immigrants in Utah-about 55 percent of the total 
population-were members of the Mormon church, the great majority were. 
Elsewhere in the West, Scandinavians were most numerous in North Da-
kota (29-4), South Dakota (19.6), Washington (9.0), Nebraska (8.3), and Idaho 
(8.0). Norwegians, most of them farmers recruited by railroad immigration 
agents, registered their highest percentage in North Dakota (22.6). Similarly, 
South Dakota's population was 12.7 percent Norwegian in 1900. 
The data in Table 2 permit dozens of other observations about the large 
patterns of European immigration to the West in the nineteenth century. But 
our purpose here is only to outline the large picture and, by implication, to 
suggest the possibilities for intensive resea~ch. The articles that follow are 
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examples of insightful work that historians have done during the past few years 
to discover the role of European immigrants and their children in western 
history. 
In order to lend coherence to this book I have narrowed my selections to 
studies that explore ethnic history in particular communities. Rather than 
selecting essays that treat immigration history broadly (for example, the history 
of Greeks in the American West, or agriculture among various immigrant 
groups in California, or the political behavior of immigrants in the late nine-
teenth century), I have chosen articles that delve deeply into the historical 
intersection of ethnicity and place. Such studies best illustrate recent scholar-
ship in this field and demonstrate the kinds of sources historians use to develop 
or advance new concepts and methods in the pursuit of ethnic history. 
In principle, I have selected articles that, to some degree, reveal the interac-
tion of cultures and environments through the use of comparative methodolo-
gies. Ideally, comparisons should be made not only within an appropriate time 
sequence (which is the essence of historical analysis), but also between one 
immigrant group in a given place and (I) other ethnocultural groups, native- or 
foreign-born, who lived in the same or comparable physical environments, or 
(2) members of the same ethnic groups who lived in different environments. 
For example, one might compare, as has the cultural geographer D. Aidan 
McQuillan, the agriculture practiced in central Kansas over a period of fifty 
years by Swedish Lutherans, German-speaking Mennonites from southern 
Russia, and French-Canadian Catholics, thereby blending variables of time, 
place, and culture. 12 Similarly, one might compare, as has Robert C. Oster-
gren, the settlement histories of Swedish immigrants in the forested environ-
ment of east-central Minnesota with other Swedes in the grassland of south-
eastern South Dakota. 13 In my selection of articles, I have sought to maintain a 
balance, or at least to offer a sampling, of articles treating several major ethnic 
groups, various occupations, and different religious communities, all drawn 
from representative states and physical environments or regions in the Ameri-
can West. 
The book is divided into three main sections. Chapters 1-5 offer several 
settlement histories in both rural and urban environments; chapters 6-IO 
focus on the development and maintenance of ethnic communities, rural and 
urban; and chapters II and 12 offer studies in comparative ethnic history. Most 
selections in chapters 1-IO treat history as change over time; the compara-
tive histories in chapters II and 12 tend to be oriented spatially rather than 
temporally. 
All of the articles represent recent developments in the concepts and methods 
of historical research. I have favored articles leavened by interdisciplinary 
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thought and informed, as the case may be, by anthropology, geography, reli-
gion, and education. But it is not possible to include representative essays in all 
related fields, infused with vitality though they may be. Thus, studies treating 
ethnic literature, music, art, and architecture, as well as language studies and 
ethnic politics, are absent from this volume, though treated elsewhere in similar 
publications. 14 All selections treat ethnic history, but their authors are not all 
historians by training or profession: two are geographers, one is in religious 
studies, another in education; and one contributor is a gifted amateur historian. 
All selections are based on books or articles published within the last twenty 
years. Some appear as originally published, others have been extensively revised 
and shortened. In several cases, for the sake of brevity, the notes have been 
dropped. Readers who wish to pursue sources in those instances should consult 
the original publications. 
Finally, I wish to acknowledge my indebtedness to other scholars who have 
participated in the production of this book. It is first of all the product of the 
imagination, enthusiasm, and drive of Richard Etulain, the director of the 
Center for the American West at the University of New Mexico, who, as editor 
of the American West series, encouraged me to undertake this project. But I am 
especially indebted to David Emmons, Royden Loewen, Dean May, and Wil-
liam Toll for their willingness to interrupt their busy schedules and profes-
sional commitments to revise and condense their work for publication here. 
In preparing this volume, I have been motivated strongly by the desire to 
illu~inate the role of European immigrants in the history of the American 
West. But this book is no panegyric of immigrant accomplishment; I leave the 
recitation of heroic deeds by the ethnic fathers to the filiopietists. Instead, 
I hope that the examples of historical research presented here will stimu-
late students, both graduate and undergraduate, to pursue ethnic community 
histories, to conceptualize historical problems appropriately, and to employ 
sources and methods available at the local level. I hope especially that this book 
will help to dispel the notion that European immigrants had no significant role 
in the history of the American West. 
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1. For an elaboration of these ideas see David M. Emmons, "Social Myth and Social 
Reality," Montana: The Magazine of Western History 39 (Autumn 1989): 2-8. 
2. I have explored the relationship of frontier historiography to European immigrants in 
my essay, "T urnerism, Social History, and the Historiography of European Ethnic Groups 
in the United States," in Frederick C. Luebke, Germans in the New World: Essays in the 
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History of Immigration (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990), 138-56. That essay is 
partially based on another, "Ethnic Minority Groups in the American West," in Historians 
and the American W't-st, ed. Michael P. Malone (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1983), 
387-413. 
3. The preeminent text written from the Turnerian point of view is by Ray Allen Bill-
ington and its later revision by Martin Ridge: W't-stward Expansion: A History of the American 
Frontier, 5th ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1982). In this edition, Ridge occasionally incorpo-
rates factual materials on immigrant groups, but the Turnerian framework remains un-
altered. Most other texts ignore immigrant groups entirely. Richard Bartlett, in his New 
Country: A Social History of the American Frontier, I776-I890 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1974), acknowledges the extensive presence ofimmigrants on the frontier but, aston-
ishingly, asserts that none of the European immigrant groups "caused major changes in the 
basic characteristics that were 'American' in 1776" (p. 117). Perhaps Bartlett would have 
modified his bland and untested generalization if he could have read, for example, David 
Hackett Fischer's brilliant analysis of the culture of English immigrants from the Scottish 
borderland country in the American South and, by extension, into the American West. See 
Albion's Seed: Four British Folkways in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 
605-782. 
4. Robert V. Hine, The American W't-st: An Interpretive History, 2nd ed. (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1984). Hine merely asserts that European immigrants represented "only cultural 
differences" that "were not generally conceived as alien to the dominant society" (p. 237). 
The point advanced by the essays in the present volume is that it is precisely the cultural 
differences between European groups and "the dominant society" (assuming that there 
really was or is such a thing) that explain much of the history of the American West. 
5. Rodman Paul's book, The Far W't-st and the Great Plains in Transition, I8S9-I900 (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1988), represents a striking improvement, though it is conceived in 
traditional Turnerian terms. 
6. An outstanding example is by John Bodnar, The Transplanted: A History of Immigrants 
in Urban America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985). Bodnar makes no effort to 
txtend his analysis to rural or small town America. 
7. The last synthesis of American immigration history to be fully conceptualized in 
Turnerian terms was Maldwyn A. Jones, American Immigration (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1960). 
8. Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American 
W't-st (New York: WW Norton, 1987). Richard White's more comprehensive survey of the 
American West, '1t's Your Misfortune and None of My Own" (Norman: University of Okla-
homa Press, 1991), includes many incidental references to Irish, Italians, Germans, Jews, and 
Swedes. But European immigrant groups do not occupy a central place in the book's 
conceptual schema, unlike Indians, Mexicans, Japanese, Chinese, and Mrican Americans. 
Whereas Limerick is explicitly anti-Turnerian, White is non-Turnerian. 
9. Clyde A. Milner II, Carol A. O'Connor, and Martha Sandweiss, eds., The Oxford 
History of the American W't-st (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 
10. See the hundreds of books, articles, and unpublished dissertations listed in Florence 
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R.J. Goulesque, Europeans in the American west since 1800: A Bibliography (Albuquerque: 
Center for the American West at the University of New Mexico, 1995). 
II. For an extended review that shares this criticism, see David M. Emmons, ''A Trip 
through Western Time and Western Space," Montana: The Magazine of western History 45 
(Spring 1995): 64-68. 
12. D. Aidan McQuillan, Prevailing over Time: Ethnic Adjustment on the Kansas Prairies, 
1875-1925 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990). 
13. Robert C. Ostergren, A Community Transplanted: The Trans-Atlantic Experience of a 
Swedish Immigrant Settlement in the Upper Middle west, 1835-1915 (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1988), especially pp. 185-89 and 207-9. Much less systematic is my com-
parison of German settlement patterns in the United States and in Brazil, 1830-1930. See 
Germam in the New World, 93-109. 
14. For a collection of articles treating ethnic literature in the West, see Virginia Faulkner 
and Frederick C. Luebke, eds., Vision and Refuge: Essays on the Literature of the Great Plains 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982). For examples of language studies, see Paul 
Schach, ed., Languages in Conflict: Linguistic Acculturation on the Great Plains (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1980). 
